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exile

Another Variation
I
"Helen, or the Confession of a White Widowed Male, such were the two titles under which the writer of
the present note received the strange pages it perambulates," you recite.
I sidestep an older couple-who have stopped to gaze through a store window at some Vera Bradley
purses—to avoid a collision. Drawing back up alongside of you, I can't help but repeat "true confessions,"
looking up at you with exaggerated interest.
You shake your head. "That I highly doubt." We stop at a vegetable stand, you scrutinizing each ear of
corn and 1 looking at the spectacle of a small town patronizing local growers at the farmer's market. Maybe it's
that it makes us feel quaint and simple, earth and small business friendly.
"True or not, the writing is inexcusable." You would leave it at that, but I press you, still wanting to
know what makes the piece so awful, wanting to judge whether 1 think you have misjudged. And something
about it possibly being true does have a certain allure, I admit.
You received the manuscript at the small publishing company you started a few years back. You try and
summarize for me: It came with a forward, written by a son who claimed he 'dfound it among his late father s
belongings. What follows is supposedly the story of his father and mother's first meeting. As if some variation
of this story hasn 't been told a thousand times before, you roll your eyes, we find out her father doesn 't approve
the match—shocking, I know. At nineteen, just into freshman year of college, they become pregnant. Her father
turns every shade of purple when the lovers tell him about the baby and their impending marriage. He kicks
out young, Teddy—I think that was his name—and locks the door behind him. When Teddy comes back the next
morning, having been properly encouraged by his saint-of-a-mother the night before, the shades are drawn and
the house stands empty.
"Did you know?" I say smelling a ripe red tomato.
"Yes, they're a fruit," you reply, slightly annoyed by my tangential interruption, just as I knew you'd be.
"A berry, to be exact, once thought to be an aphrodisiac."
"Don't start waxing poetic about a vegetable." You smile, in spite of yourself. And I'm glad I can be
the one to do that for you.
"A fruit," I correct you, handing the nice old vendor with a General Longstreet moustache a buck for
two. They are best when really red and slightly fragrant. No one lets them grow to maturity anymore. 1 watch
a lady struggle to open the door to her Volvo, her carefully picked bounty and fresh bouquet threatening to array
themselves on the pavement, among pebbles and bits of paper, in such a way that they would only resemble
their former selves in a very abstract kind of way: seed and stem, skin and petal, ovary and stamen, receptacle
and pistil, carpel and mesosphere. I wonder, could I put them all back together if I had to? You go on:
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